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SOURCES OF STRESS FOR DEPARTMENT
CHAIRS IN COLLEGES OF BUSINESS
CHARLES D. PRINGLE
JAMES MADISON UNIVERSITY

ABSTRACT
This survey of department chairs at AACSB-member business schools
identifies five major sources of stress in the chair’s job. The most potent of these is
the need to balance the conflicting demands of teaching, research, and administrative
duties while finding the time to perform them effectively. The others are making
major faculty decisions, interacting with faculty, networking, and performing routine
job duties. Variables that are associated with increasing or decreasing levels of stress
in these five areas are identified and discussed.
I. INTRODUCTION
One of the toughest career decisions a faculty member can face is whether to
serve as department chair. Among the attractive features of the job are the ability to
influence the department’s future direction, the opportunity to help develop faculty,
the power to allocate physical and financial resources, and the chance to increase
one’s salary significantly. On the downside, however, are fears about having to give
up one’s research, being overloaded with work, taking home the day’s frustrations and
worries, and being torn between the administration’s directives and the faculty’s
wishes. In fact, many terms the job “thankless.”
Although no national statistics are systematically gathered, various surveys
report that universities experience an annual turnover rate of fifteen to twenty percent
in their department chair positions (Tucker, 1992) with about 65 percent returning to
full-time faculty status (Wolverton, Ackerman & Holt, 2005). United States
universities employ about 80,000 academic department chairs (Wolverton, Gmelch,
Wolverton & Sarros, 1999), meaning that somewhere between 12,000 and 16,000
department chairs quit each year. While occasional turnover in these jobs can result
in an infusion of new ideas and energy, too frequent turnover can create operating
problems for the affected departments. Turnover may interrupt continuity of
leadership, hamper progress toward strategic goals, and reduce faculty morale. New
department chairs may require at least twelve months to grow comfortable in their
roles because many activities occur only once a year (e.g., making tenure and
promotion recommendations, evaluating faculty performance, recommending pay
Mountain Plains Journal of Business and Economics, General Research, Volume 7, 2006

77

raises, preparing budget requests, and recruiting new faculty). During that period, a
department's members may find that their chair's on-the-job learning experiences
make for a rocky road.
The reasons for voluntary turnover are doubtless varied and individualistic, but
it may be that the nature of the position itself creates pressures that mount until they
eventually result in the chair's resignation. This is not to deny that other
variables--such as personality, family problems, health status, age, and career
stage--influence the decision to "step down," but this paper focuses upon stress in the
department chair’s job.
Although the research on stress in the work place is voluminous (for
comprehensive reviews, see Burke, 1988; Cooper, Dewe & O’Driscoll, 2001; Ganster
& Schaubroeck, 1991; Giga, Cooper & Faragher, 2003; Glowinkowski & Cooper,
1987; Peterson & Wilson, 2004; Sullivan & Bhagat, 1992), relatively few studies have
focused on academic settings (Smith, Anderson & Lovrich, 1995) and even fewer on
the role of department chair. Among the most comprehensive of these, Blix and Lee
(1991) surveyed 575 deans, associate deans, and department chairs in the California
State University system. Of these three groups, department chairs felt least able to
cope with stress at work. This finding supports earlier research (Rasch, Hutchison &
Tollefson, 1986) which concluded that chairpersons report higher levels of stress than
do deans. Blix and Lee (1991) suggest that the reason may be that chairs, unlike
deans and associate deans, fill "part-time" positions, requiring them to balance the
various demands of administration with the traditional faculty functions of teaching,
research, and service. Their findings are bolstered by the conclusion of Gmelch and
Burns (1994) that chairs are in a “paradoxical situation” whereby they are pressured to
be both leaders and productive faculty members.
This unique composition of the chair's job may result in a lack of role clarity
such that the incumbent is neither a full-time administrator nor a full-time faculty
member. Simultaneously, chairs are likely to be receiving role messages from those
above them in the hierarchy that conflict with role messages sent by those who are
lower in the university structure.
Role conflict in the chairperson's job probably encompasses more than mixed
messages from above and below. The department chair position is a boundary role.
As such, the chairperson not only deals directly with his or her dean, faculty, staff,
and student majors, but must also interact horizontally across departmental boundaries
with other department chairs, various university administrators (such as those in the
offices of human resources, registrar, placement center, affirmative action,
information technology support, student assessment, finance and budget, purchasing,
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admissions, student life, alumni, and university development), parents of prospective
and current students, prospective employers of graduates, and potential and current
donors. Research indicates that boundary-spanning activities are often accompanied
by relatively high levels of stress in the form of role conflict (Miles, 1976; Parkington
& Schneider, 1979) and role ambiguity (Blau & Scott, 1962; Kahn, Wolfe, Quinn,
Snoek & Rosenthal, 1964). Both are, in turn, related to a propensity to leave the job
(Brief & Aldag, 1976) and are negatively related to job satisfaction (Wolverton,
Wolverton & Gmelch, 1999).
Blix and Lee (1991) suggest that chairs may possess less formal power than
either deans or associate deans, making them feel less capable of coping with these
forms of stress in a proactive manner. Furthermore, Sullivan and Bhagat (1992)
emphasize that when work is imposed by others, rather than being self-generated,
stress levels increase. Should the work imposition result in task overload--a situation
in which the jobholder has more to do than can be accomplished in the time available-the stress level will intensify further. Gmelch and Burns (1994), in a study of 564
department chairs at 101 research universities, found that heavy workloads are a
major stressor for chairs.
Regarding differential effects of stress on individuals, Gmelch and Burns
(1994) reported no differences based on the chairs’ gender, age, or orientation (i.e.,
whether more oriented toward faculty or administration). Another study (Volkwein &
Zhou, 2003) of 1,200 university administrators—both academic and non-academic—
also found no direct effects on satisfaction from gender.
The intent of this study is to build on the research reported above. The goal is
to identify specific sources of stress in the chair's job and variables that exacerbate or
mitigate those stressors. This study is exploratory, intending to suggest some tentative
conclusions that can be used for more specific hypothesis testing in future research. It
is the first study to focus on the stressors experienced by chairs solely within colleges
of business administration.
II. METHOD
1. SAMPLE AND PROCEDURES
An envelope containing a cover letter and two smaller envelopes was mailed to
each of the deans of the 654 colleges of business administration within the United
States that belong to AACSB International (The Association to Advance Collegiate
Schools of Business), which is the primary accrediting agency for business schools.
Member schools include both accredited and unaccredited institutions.
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In the cover letter, the dean was asked to give one enclosed envelope to an
individual on the faculty "who was once a department chair in your school but has
returned to the faculty." The other enclosed envelope was to be given to a current
department chair of the dean's choice. Each of the two envelopes contained a cover
letter to the department chair or former department chair, a questionnaire, and a return
envelope. The recipients were told that the purpose of the study was "to identify
aspects of the chairperson's role that are most stressful. . . .” Each recipient's letter
indicated that "the questions ask about various job requirements, constraints,
activities, and other variables that may cause stress for department chairpersons. Also
included are questions about your reaction to that stress and your attitude toward the
chairperson's job." The questionnaires given to the former department chair and the
current chair were identical except for minor changes in wording from past tense (for
the former chairs) to present tense (for the current chairs). Both respondents were
informed that their responses were completely confidential. There was no way for
individual respondents or their universities to be identified.
2. MEASURES
Because the study's purpose was to identify aspects of the chair's job that can
create stress, the decision was made to make the questionnaire items as specific as
possible rather than use existing generic scales to measure such concepts as role
ambiguity and role conflict. Simply knowing that chairpersons experience role
ambiguity and role conflict in a general sense is far less instructive than the ability to
identify specific stressors in the job.
A list of thirty-five potential stressors for department chairs was identified
through interviews with individuals who were former or current department chairs.
Not surprisingly, the interviews pinpointed many of the same stressors as those
identified in the preceding literature review.
The survey respondents were asked to rate, on a five-point scale, the extent to
which each of these thirty-five activities caused stress for them. Following that
section, another set of questions was asked, as shown in Table 1. Additionally,
respondents were asked about their overall satisfaction with their experience as chair
and the extent of their desire to serve as an administrator again. Finally, they were
asked to rate the level of psychological support that they received from their family,
their dean, other department chairs, and members of their own department.
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III. RESULTS
Responses were received from 346 recipients. Of those, 166 usable responses
(48.1 percent) were from former department chairs while 179 (51.9 percent) were
returned by current department chairs. Twenty questionnaires were returned
unanswered by deans who indicated that their colleges did not have department chairs.
It is likely that a lack of departmentalization also characterized other colleges but that
those questionnaires were simply discarded by the deans. Hence, the known response
rates, which are likely to be on the conservative side, were 26.2 percent for former
department chairs and 28.4 percent for current department chairs.
Demographic comparisons of former versus current chairs revealed only one
statistically significant difference. In response to the question, “In your most recent
experience, how many years did you serve as department chair?” former chairs had a
mean of 5.85 years, while the mean for current chairs was 4.49 (F = 10.675; p < .01).
That difference, of course, is logical.
Because the groups were basically the same
in terms of such variables as number of faculty; number of students; size of university;
teaching loads; tenure; time as a faculty member prior to becoming chair; gender;
marital status, children, and age when first appointed department chair, they were
combined for the purposes of this analysis. Table 1 profiles the survey respondents.
The average respondent has about 14 full-time and six part-time faculty
members. He or she teaches twelve credit hours/year consisting of fewer than three
class preparations. About 11 years as a faculty member preceded the average
respondent’s decision to become a department chair. The overwhelming majority was
tenured (80.2 percent) at the time of appointment and was hired from inside the
department (81.9 percent). Only 11 percent have an assistant department chair, and
fewer than 25 percent serve at schools with rotating chair policies. The chair position
remains largely male, with only 14 percent of the respondents being female.
About 60 percent considered themselves more of a faculty member than an
administrator, with about two-thirds of the respondents planning an eventual return to
the faculty—versus 17 percent who would like to move up the administrative ranks
and over 14 percent who plan to serve indefinitely as chair. Assessing the impact that
the chair’s job has had on their professional career, about 40 percent replied, “little
impact,” while 27 percent believed it had a positive impact and 31 percent felt the
impact was negative.
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Table 1
Profile of Survey Respondents
Characteristic
# of Full-time Faculty
# of Part-time Faculty
# of Student Majors
Credit Hours Taught/Year
Class Preparations/Year
Years as Chair in Most Recent Experience
Yrs as Fac Member Before Becoming Chair

University Enrollment

Tenured at Time of Appt
Hired from Inside
Dept has Asst Chair
Dept has Rotating Chair
Identified More with

N
342
341
326
339
345
343
341

< 5K
5K - 9,999
10K – 14,999
15K – 19,999
20K +

Faculty
Administration
Impact Being Chair has had on Career
Positive
Little
Negative
Eventual Career Plans Upon Becoming Chair Enter Higher-level Administration
Return to Faculty
Serve as Chair Indefinitely
Children Under 18 at Home
Married w/Working Spouse
Gender
Female
Male
Age Upon Becoming Chair
< 30
30 – 34
35 – 39
40 – 44
45 – 49
50 – 54
55 – 59
60 +

M
SD
14.3
9.21
6.1
8.72
343.5 263.88
12.4
6.34
2.6
1.20
5.2
3.92
11.1
6.53
N

%

95
91
57
33
65
276
280
37
79
208
128
107
139
92
58
232
50
233
221
47
288
3
24
64
107
72
43
16
16

27.5
26.4
16.5
9.6
18.8
80.0
81.2
10.7
22.9
60.3
37.1
31.0
40.3
26.7
16.8
67.2
14.5
67.5
64.1
13.6
83.5
0.9
7.0
18.6
31.0
20.9
12.5
4.6
4.6

1. STRESSORS
The respondents rated the thirty-five potential stressors using a scale on which a
5 indicated that “this activity always caused/causes stress for you,” 4 was “often,” 3
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meant “occasionally,” 2 indicated “rarely,” and 1 was “never.” The stressors are
listed in descending order of intensity in Table 2.
The top six activities (i.e., those with a mean of 3.5 or higher) reveal that the
number one source of stress is “finding sufficient time to do everything.” Clearly
related to that is the stress caused by “trying to balance teaching, research, service,
and administrative activities” and “trying to stay current in your academic field.”
Two other key stressors are “evaluating faculty performance” and “making tenure and
promotion recommendations.” Also, among the major stressors is the frustration that
comes from “dealing with the university bureaucracy.”
To reduce the data, the items were factor analyzed. Omitted from the analysis was
“dealing with the faculty union” because relatively few chairs reported unionized
faculty. (Even those who did rank it as the least significant source of stress.) The
results of the factor analysis are shown in Table 3.
Nine factors with eigenvalues exceeding the traditional default value of 1.0 were
extracted and submitted to varimax orthogonal rotation. These factors together
accounted for 62.6 percent of the total variance in the data. However, four factors
were considered to be trivial because they did not contain a unique set of defining
variables. Therefore, the factoring procedure was repeated with one of the factors
being eliminated. This process of eliminating one factor from the analysis in a
sequential fashion was continued until only significant factors remained (Gorsuch,
1974; and Hair, Anderson, Tatham & Grablowsky, 1979).
A minimum loading value of .40 was used to identify those variables
significantly related to each factor. Four variables—class scheduling, planning,
supervising staff, and fundraising—were eliminated because none met the minimum
.40 loading criterion. The resulting five clearly distinguishable factors and their
accompanying scale means, standard deviations, and reliability measures (i.e.,
Chronbach’s Alpha) are shown in Table 4.
Interacting with faculty refers to the stress generated by key interactions
between the chair and faculty members that are essential for a department to function
effectively. Networking is the stress incurred from trying to establish and maintain
good working relationships outside of the department. Balancing responsibilities
and time is a source of stress mentioned frequently in the department chair literature.
In this study, it refers to the stress inherent in trying to find time for teaching,
research, service and administration while attempting to balance those conflicting
demands. Few chairs can optimize all three areas simultaneously. Performing
routine job duties refers to the stress created by the daily demands of the job.
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Finally, the stress involved in making major faculty decisions refers to those
decisions chairs make that have a significant impact on the lives and careers of faculty
members.
Table 2
Department Chair Ratings of 35 Potential Stressors
Potential Stressor
Finding sufficient time to do everything
Trying to balance teaching, research, service and administrative activities
Evaluating faculty performance
Trying to stay current in your academic field
Dealing with the university bureaucracy
Making tenure and promotion recommendations
Conducting research and publishing
Managing a limited budget
Handling the complaints and quirks of faculty/staff
Scheduling classes
Doing required paperwork
Getting the faculty to work energetically toward attaining the department’s goals
Being interrupted by phone calls and drop-in visitors
Managing conflict among faculty members
Serving on committees and attending meetings
Recommending pay raises for faculty
Obtaining your faculty’s cooperation in developing the department’s goals
Having to get higher-level permission before making decisions about your
department’s operations
Dealing with accreditation issues
Recruiting and hiring faculty
Doing strategic planning
Dealing with curriculum issues
Raising funds from outside sources
Providing faculty with up-to-date computer technology
Gaining the support of your dean
Delegating work to faculty
Preparing for and teaching classes
Getting the cooperation of other department chairs
Working with registration and drop-add
Following affirmative action guidelines
Conducting faculty meetings
Supervising office staff personnel
Securing enough physical space for your department
Counseling students with academic problems
Dealing with the faculty union

N
341
343
338
345
341
333
332
321
343
339
343
342
343
339
344
287
342
338

M
4.04
3.80
3.59
3.54
3.53
3.52
3.39
3.38
3.29
3.25
3.21
3.21
3.20
3.14
3.13
3.13
3.10
3.08

SD
.988
1.081
1.061
1.105
1.056
1.124
1.144
1.137
1.022
1.095
.990
1.032
1.112
1.102
.987
1.188
1.017
1.168

316
340
335
342
221
330
336
344
342
340
328
339
340
324
297
337
116

3.05
3.03
2.87
2.82
2.81
2.78
2.75
2.70
2.65
2.61
2.60
2.54
2.48
2.45
2.44
2.40
1.87

1.147
1.026
1.060
.931
1.192
1.124
1.184
.944
1.035
1.005
1.079
1.182
1.006
.996
1.080
.914
1.092
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Table 3
Factor Analysis
Varimax Rotated Factor
Loadings
Variable
Getting faculty coop in developing goals
Leading faculty to attain goals
Delegating work to faculty
Managing conflict among faculty
Conducting faculty meetings
Handling complaints of faculty/staff
Managing budget
Gaining support of dean
Getting physical space for dept
Dealing with accreditation issues
Getting coop of other chairs
Dealing with university bureaucracy
Having to get higher-level permission
Providing fac w/current computer technology
Staying current in academic field
Teaching classes
Conducting/publishing research
Balance teach/research/service/administration
Find time to do everything
Serving on committees
Being interrupted
Dealing with curriculum issues
Counseling students
Doing paperwork
Working with registration
Recruiting and hiring faculty
Follow affirmative action guidelines
Making tenure/promotion recommendations
Evaluating faculty
Recommending pay raises
Scheduling classes
Doing strategic planning
Supervising office staff
Fundraising
Eigenvalue
Percent of variance
Cumulative % of variance

F1
.816
.806
.516
.694
.555
.737
.063
.142
.154
.072
.061
.184
.080
.115
.070
.085
.005
.169
.205
.070
.102
.256
.153
.213
.011
.081
.005
.278
.304
.105
.221
.296
.398
.112

F2
.176
.177
.163
.010
.185
.044
.480
.581
.656
.411
.605
.470
.598
.620
.168
.150
.095
.121
.137
.074
.025
.397
.305
.101
.349
.015
.073
.184
.194
.352
.076
.246
.175
.382

F3
.027
.044
.214
.134
.098
.142
.250
-.092
.010
.211
.151
.267
.082
.165
.776
.483
.781
.818
.680
.144
.296
.061
-.003
.309
.105
.089
-.118
.172
.264
.241
.184
.279
.038
.107

F4
.108
.093
.295
-.039
.275
.088
.177
-.038
.092
.304
.121
.197
.144
.195
.087
.284
.116
.147
.205
.642
.569
.529
.606
.650
.551
.239
.330
-.057
.051
-.073
.356
.372
.252
.112

F5
-.010
-.043
.212
.263
.162
.256
.347
.346
.066
.109
-.060
.153
.218
-.040
.086
.094
.109
.090
.162
.181
.149
.020
.130
-.017
.002
.616
.547
.666
.620
.597
.381
.043
.137
.223

9.21
27.10
49.19

2.32
6.83

1.99
5.84

1.80
5.28

1.41
4.14
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Table 4
Stress Scales
Scale
Interacting with Faculty
Obtaining faculty’s cooperation in developing goals
Getting faculty to work toward attaining goals
Delegating work to faculty
Managing conflict among faculty members
Conducting faculty meetings
Handling complaints and quirks of faculty/staff
Networking
Managing a limited budget
Gaining the support of your dean
Securing physical space for your department
Dealing with accreditation issues
Getting the cooperation of other department chairs
Dealing with the university bureaucracy
Having to get higher-level permission
Providing faculty with current computer technology
Balancing Responsibilities and Time
Trying to stay current in your academic field
Preparing for and teaching classes
Conducting scholarly research and publishing
Trying to balance teaching, research, service and administration
Finding sufficient time to do everything
Performing Routine Job Duties
Serving on committees and attending meetings
Being interrupted by phone calls and drop-in visitors
Dealing with curriculum issues
Counseling students with academic problems
Doing required paperwork
Working with registration and drop-add
Making Major Faculty Decisions
Recruiting and hiring faculty
Following affirmative action guidelines
Making tenure and promotion recommendations
Evaluating faculty performance
Recommending pay raises for faculty

Alpha
.839

M
3.00

SD
.757

.795

2.93

.718

.833

3.49

.831

.775

2.89

.686

.718

3.18

.768

2. FINDINGS
The mean scores reveal that balancing responsibilities and time creates the
highest source of stress among the five scales, significantly higher than any of the
other four means (t = 12.97, df = 325, p < .01). This finding is consistent with those
of Blix and Lee (1991) and Gmelch and Burns (1994). Having to prioritize multiple
responsibilities within a temporal framework that does not provide adequate time to
perform all of those duties effectively is a form of role conflict (i.e., the chair is torn
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between administrative responsibilities and faculty duties) and role ambiguity (i.e., it
is not always clear which activities should take precedence).
Two differential effects of stress are associated with this scale, as shown in Table
5. One-way analysis of variance shows that females report significantly higher
sources of stress in trying to balance responsibilities and time than do male chairs, and
individuals who believe that serving as chair has had a negative impact or little impact
on their professional career report significantly higher sources of stress (Scheffe’s
post hoc test) from balancing responsibilities and time than do those who perceive the
job has had a positive impact on their career.
Table 5
Differential Effects of Stress
Stress Scale
Interacting with Faculty

M
3.10
3.03
2.84

Networking
3.09
2.94
2.78
Balancing Respons & Time
3.79
3.40
3.32
3.84
3.42
Perform Routine Job Duties
2.84
3.08
2.99
2.56

Variable
Impact of Job on Career
Negative
Little
Positive
Impact of Job on Career
Negative
Little
Positive
Impact of Job on Career
Negative
Little
Positive
Gender
Female
Male
Status When Taking Job
Tenured
Untenured
University Enrollment
< 5,000
15K – 19,999

N

F

91 3.238*
131
101
70 3.546*
102
77
91 9.195**
131
98
43
273

9.491**

254
66

6.433*

90
29

2.561*

*p < .05; **p < .01

Note: There were no significant effects with any of the five stress scales from: being
hired from inside or outside, having an assistant chair, having a rotating chair policy,
considering oneself to be more of a faculty member or an administrator, one’s longrange career plans, having children, being married, or age.
The second highest stressor is based on making major faculty decisions, such as
recommendations about hiring, tenure, promotion, annual performance evaluation,
and pay raises. Such decisions would clearly fall into the category identified by
Trocchia and Andrus (2003) as “a distinct set of characteristics and duties that are not
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expected of a faculty member.” Although one could hypothesize that training could
help department chairs acquire these abilities and, hence, reduce this stressor, only
about three percent of academic leaders at all levels receive any leadership preparation
(as reported in Wolverton et al., 2005). However, this stressor may be reduced in
other ways. Table 6 shows that higher levels of support from one’s faculty and dean
are associated with lower sources of stress from making major faculty decisions.
Table 6
Variables Significantly Correlated with Stress Scales
Stress Scale
Interacting with Faculty
Networking

Performing Routine Job Duties

Making Major Faculty Decisions

Variable
Overall Satisfaction
Support from Family
Support from Faculty
# of Majors
Credit Hrs Taught/Yr
Overall Satisfaction
Support from Other Chairs
Support from Faculty
Support from Dean
# of F-T Faculty
Credit Hrs Taught/Yr
# of Class Preps/Yr
# of Yrs as Chair
Desire to Serve Again
as an Administrator
Overall Satisfaction
Overall Satisfaction
Support from Faculty
Support from Dean

N
329
316
328
242
249
252
252
251
250
319
316
321
321
316

r
-.23**
-.12*
-.38**
.15*
.14*
-.24**
-.18**
-.14*
-.24**
-.15**
.29**
.16**
.13*
-.15**

321
279
278
271

-.17**
-.12*
-.17**
-.16**

*p < .05; **p < .01

Note: None of the five stress scales was significantly correlated with: number of
part-time faculty or years served as a faculty member before becoming chair.
The third stress scale, interacting with faculty, involves leading faculty,
delegating work, managing conflict, and handling complaints and idiosyncrasies.
Chairs who believe that their job has had a negative impact on their career report
significantly greater sources of stress (Scheffe’s post hoc test) from this factor than do
those who state that the job has positively affected their career. This stressor is
mitigated through support from the faculty and even support from one’s family. Not
surprisingly, higher levels of stress from this source are inversely correlated with
overall job satisfaction.
Networking outside of the department for the purposes of maintaining and/or
improving its effectiveness is the fourth stressor scale. Once again, chairs who rate
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the impact of the job on their career as negative report significantly higher levels of
this stressor (Scheffe’s post hoc test) than do those who perceive the job as having a
positive impact on their career. Table 6 shows that the networking stressor increases
with the number of student credit hours taught by the chair each year and with the
number of students majoring in the department. However, the networking stressor is
lower for those chairs who perceive support from their dean, other chairs, and their
faculty.
The fifth stressor scale is performing such routine job duties as attending
meetings; serving on committees; dealing with interruptions; and handling student
problems, registration issues, and paperwork. Significantly higher stressor levels
were reported by those who took the job without having tenure and those in smaller
universities. Stressor levels increased with the number of student credit hours taught
by the chair, the number of course preparations, and the number of years the
individual has served as chair. But lower levels of this stressor were reported by those
who desire to serve as administrators in the future, who have larger numbers of
faculty, and who report overall satisfaction with the job.
IV. CONCLUSIONS
1. VARIABLES ASSOCIATED WITH INCREASED SOURCES OF STRESS
The greatest source of stress in the chair’s role is the unique attribute that
distinguishes it from other administrative jobs: The chair must be a leader, a manager,
and a faculty member who continues to teach and conduct research. Trying to
prioritize the demands of those roles and effectively perform them within a limited
time frame is a significant stressor for many chairs. This statement is particularly true
for female department chairs, possibly because females perform more duties at home
than do males (Coltrane, 2000; Roxburgh, 2004), leaving even fewer hours for their
academic and administrative tasks.
The respondents’ perception of the impact that their job has had on their career
plays a significant role in three of the five types of stressors. Individuals who believe
that being chair has negatively affected their career report significantly higher sources
of stress from balancing responsibilities and time, interacting with faculty, and
networking than do those who think that the job has positively affected their career.
This same trend is mirrored in their relative levels of overall satisfaction with the job.
Those who thought their careers had been negatively affected had a mean satisfaction
score of 3.09, compared to those who reported little impact (3.42) or a positive impact
(4.21) (F = 35.860, p. < .01). Scheffe’s post hoc comparison shows that each of these
means is significantly different from the other two.
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Correlations, of course, do not demonstrate causality. However, a reasonable
interpretation is that high sources of stress result in low job satisfaction and perhaps
the perception that one’s career has been harmed by an ill-advised excursion into
administration. Alternatively, it is possible that chairs who believe that their careers
have been harmed by becoming administrators, perhaps because their teaching or
research is suffering, become dissatisfied with being the chair and are more
susceptible to certain stressors.
Other variables that are related to higher stressor levels are taking the job
without tenure, having a relatively large number of student majors in the department,
teaching relatively high numbers of student credit hours, and having a relatively high
number of course preparations per year. Presumably, the latter three activities take up
time that could otherwise be devoted to networking or performing routine job duties.
Additionally, those who do not wish to serve as administrators in the future
report a higher source of stress in conducting routine duties than do those who wish to
continue in administration. The constant nature of these duties may be a major reason
for the decision to leave administration. Individuals who take the chair’s job may
not fully understand the unrelenting nature of its routine tasks.
Three apparent anomalies are related to higher sources of stress from performing
routine duties: Higher stressor levels are reported by chairs (1) in smaller universities,
(2) with smaller numbers of full-time faculty, and (3) with more years of service as
chairs. The first two relationships may be a reflection of department size. Large
departments in large universities are more likely to employ staff assistants, while
smaller ones must rely on chairs to perform even the most mundane—and timeconsuming—activities. The third relationship—a positive correlation between this
stressor and years as chair—may reflect weariness with having to do the same
unvarying tasks repeatedly each semester. This sameness would not characterize the
other four stressors.
The fact that taking the job without tenure was only related to one source of
stress (performing routine job duties) is surprising. It seems reasonable to think that
chairs without tenure will experience higher sources of stress than tenured chairs
when making major faculty decisions, because of their precarious position. But
untenured chairs reported a stressor level of 3.34 from making major faculty decisions
to 3.14 for tenured chairs, which is in the predicted direction but is non-significant (F
= 3.087; p = .080).
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2. VARIABLES ASSOCIATED WITH DECREASED SOURCES OF STRESS
Several variables appear to mitigate certain sources of stress. Support from one’s
faculty and the dean’s support are clearly important. These forms of support should
increase the chair’s probability of success, and effective chairs may experience lower
stress. Support from other chairs and from one’s family may be less directly related to
job success. Rather, these forms of backing may provide social support through
allowing chairs to unburden themselves and discuss their problems with others who
provide understanding and encouragement.
Of final interest is the absence of any effect stemming from whether a chair is
hired from inside or outside the department. Because faculty members often take
sides on this issue during the hiring process, one might speculate that this variable
may be associated with the stressor of interacting with the faculty or making major
faculty decisions. Wolverton et al. (2005) speculate that, while internal candidates
may understand departmental idiosyncrasies, they may experience difficulty with the
transition to leader. Alternatively, outsiders may bring needed change but not
understand the department or institutional culture. Yet this study found no significant
relationship between either stressor and whether the department chair came from
inside or outside the department.
3. FUTURE RESEARCH DIRECTIONS
This study leaves several intriguing questions unanswered, meaning that research
opportunities abound. For instance, what types of training programs for chairs might
be most effective? Would a more realistic job preview be helpful in enhancing a new
chair’s understanding of the role requirements? What types of support from the dean
and faculty are most helpful? What steps can chairs take to acquire that support?
Should teaching loads of chairs be lowered? How can the extra stressors that female
chairs experience from balancing responsibilities and time be reduced? What is the
precise nature of the role played by chairs’ perceptions of the impact that the job has
had on their career?
No job within a university more directly affects the faculty than that of the
department chair. It seems logical to assume that the more proficiently this job is
performed, the more likely faculty members are to be productive and satisfied. The
time is long past when a faculty member can simply be moved to the chair’s office
and be expected to lead the department effectively with no training and only a partial
understanding of the challenges the job will bring.
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